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The Police Accusations against Mr. Julian Assange 


Propaganda is conceptualized in terms of accounting, and in probabilistic 
terms. Then the predictions of the Propaganda Model (PM) are scrutinized 
with a battery of recognised tests. The dataset consists of news items from 
the Swedish nation-wide press in the Assange case 2010-2016. The 
hypotheses derived from the PM under pre-emptive openness, i.e. 5-10 % 
deviations from strict obedience to the elite opinion, could not be rejected. 
The alternative hypothesis-that data can be explained by independent and 
mostly objective journalists - who nevertheless make errors with a certain 
probability, can be ruled out. The significance are commonly beyond ***. 
Random samples suggest an overall concentration of departures from the 
predictions of the PM are about 3 %, without significant improvement over 
time in the period under consideration. Furthermore, many facts which 
have been systematically misrepresented in the press are made accessible. 


Introduction 

WikiLeaks defies the hierarchical order of concentrated ownership and 
control. Its financial sustainability is ultimately granted by contributions 
from its readers, not by selling its audience to advertisers. Among its 
sources are the experts, who courageously defied powerful interests within 
the government or the business community. This organization's 
commitment to inform the public transcends the ideological boundaries of 
traditional media outlets. This unconstrained organizational form has made 
the inner workings of power transparent to the public eye, by publishing 
millions of documents, with an unparalleled, flawless track record. 



The organizational underpinnings of WikiLeaks may thus be identified, by 
negating all the constraints imposed on the traditional press in democratic 
societies according to the Propaganda Model (Herman & Chomsky, 2002). 
Considering that the Propaganda Model 2 (PM) is one of the most successful 
theories in the social sciences, the way societies react to such an anomaly 
is revealing about the nature of the constraints which underlie institutions, 
and shape human interaction. What happens when a new formidable force 
acts outside these constraints tells us something crucial about the potential 
for change in democratic societies. We can learn about how societies hold 
together when someone challenges authority by writing his or her own 
script. The fate of the architect of this anomaly is indicative of how our 
personal freedom fits the design of power. 

The UN ruled that Mr. Julian Assange was arbitrary detained in 2015, hence 
Sweden and the UK were deemed to be engaged in human rights abuses. 
Similar conclusions from prominent professionals have been publicly stated 
since. The perhaps most notable is from UN Law-Professor Nils Melzer, who 
reported that several countries have engaged in a collective effort against 
Mr. Julian Assange which amounts to "psychological torture". He attributes 
part of this abuse, to the 'endless stream of humiliating, debasing and 
threatening statements in the press and on social media', according to 
OHCHR (2019-05-31). The professor's absence in the media was deplored 
by Clinical Psychologist Dr. Lissa Johnson (2019-06-15). She attributes the 
silence surrounding ongoing human rights abuses against Mr. Julian 
Assange, to a persistent bystander syndrome induced by the presence of 
power and authority. Psychosocial conditions at the democratic core are 
deemed suffocating to the extent Dr. Johnsson perceives a press-freedom 
event in the UK close to an 'Orwellian nightmare', and overall analogous to 
Milgram's classical experimental setup. 


2 Henceforth, 'the PM' refers specifically to Chomsky & Herman (2002), whereas 'a PM' 
refers to models with the same prediction but with a variety of similar assumptions. 



To begin with, keywords such as Milgram, torture, the press, 'collective 
persecution' and Sweden, are in stark contrast with recurrent surveys about 
Swedish socio-political conditions. Discrepancies which provoke questions 
touching on the foundations of the social sciences. Countries like the US, 
UK, and Sweden, are usually top-ranked in democratic performance. 

Although metrics of culture at the national level are contested (Matei & 
Abrudan, 2018), the measures in the World Values Survey - individualism, 
uncertainty avoidance, power distance, and masculinity - are frequently 
used (Niranjam et.al. 2013). Remarkably low tolerance for unequal 
distribution of power, low uncertainty avoidance, and a high degree of 
individualism, are found to be widely held 'Swedish' values. Sweden is an 
outlier in the Inglehart-Welzel scale, with high scores on 'secular-rational' 
and 'Self-expression'values. This is interpreted as a desire for participation 
in decision-making, with little emphasis on authority (see e.g. Inglehart & 
Baker, 2000; Wikipedia). This unique combination could work as an 
antidote against subservient journalism. Furthermore, Sweden holds the 
prominent third place in the World Press Freedom index which measures 
pluralism, independence vis-a-vis sources of power, self-sufficiency, self¬ 
censorship, abuses, legal framework, infrastructure and transparency 
(RWB, 2019). These factors makes the Swedish press a formidable test for 
radical media theories such as the PM. 

Even if random samples on the overall dataset in principle is enough to test 
some of the important implications of a PM, such aggregated information 
may still not suffice to rule out that scarce information on key issues, may 
be mostly accurate. These concerns can be succinctly expressed in terms 
of propaganda accounting. Forthcoming Footnotes will consider related 
problems in more detail (See also Echeverria, 2013a; 2018). 



Propaganda Accounting 

At an aggregate level, there is a set of global predictions. A comprehensive 
partition into topics from a set of outlets, immediately yields an expression 
for the totality of journalism 
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Where k either is a region, e.g. a country, or a specific outlet. In the latter 
case, the totality of journalism is the double sum over outlets (G) and topics 
(T). A first set of comparisons between regions or outlets with different 
orientations can be carried out to detect disparities in the topics 'in print', 
or proportions, i.e. the shares of each topic of total output. This can also 
e.g. be measured in the number of words. Once these items are partitioned 
in those conforming to the elite opinion or not, it is possible to test a PM 
with some requirement that the number of items of the former is greater 
than the latter, denoted as (i) #E > #hE. 

Moving on to the next level, consider a subset of journalism which can be 
understood in terms of true or false and pro- or anti-elite or neutral. Clearly, 
as in the aggregate case, it could also contain items which are neither true 
nor false (denoted as □), and represented with unlabelled dots in figure 1 
below. 


(2) {True, False, □}x{Elite,nElite, Neutral} = 

{{T,E},{T,HE},{F,E},{F,HE},},{T,N},{F,N},{n,E},{n,HE},{n,N» 
= {Sl,S2,S3,S4,S5,S6,S7,S8,S9} = £2. 



The top triangle consists of true items, the bottom false. The left-hand side 
are items in support of the elite view, the right-hand items challenge the 
elite stance. {E, hE} could be relabelled and understood as mutually 
exclusive points of view, more specifically political views, in particular for 
or against elite opinion. In the same manner, emphasis on distortions 
instead of True-False is reasonable. The vertices represent the set of states. 
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A natural point of departure is to study pairs. For example, Kahan et al. 
(2017) set out to test two fundamentally comprehensive and opposed 
stances which may explain the phenomenon of'persistent controversy over 
policy-relevant facts'. One is called Science Comprehension Thesis (SCT), 







the other Identity-Protective Cognition Thesis. As the names suggest, the 
SCT is attributed to cognitive limitations regarding the understanding of a 
given issue, whereas the ICT suggests a general disposition among human 
beings to avoid alienation from the group due to divergent opinions. 
Although their treatment concerns gun laws specifically, the psychological 
mechanisms at work are more general and applicable to other topics. Their 
carefully crafted experiment could reject the SCT, whereas evidence was 
consistent with the ICT. In essence, the propensity to successfully solve a 
mathematical problem is influenced by political considerations. A match 
between a person's political convictions, and the political meaning of the 
correct solution, increases the probability of correct answer. Mismatch 
lowers the probability of a correct answer, and the effect is larger for the 
more skilled group when the problem is challenging to the subjects. 
Therefore, when groups with divergent political orientation exist, there will 
be a polarization in terms of which answer is regarded as correct, in spite 
of the facts at hand. This experiment, is thus an inquiry which is relevant 
for journalists, and can be understood as the diametrical opposed 
interactions represented as the links S 1 S 4 , S 2 S 3 , and SsSe. 

One could study paths from one state to another overtime, i.e. transitions. 
Links to neutrality could e.g. be shifts to trivia. Analysis of US foreign policy, 
and comparative studies of countries which are friends or foes of the empire 
may contain Si S 2 , and so forth. However, it is possible to make feasible 
estimates of the proportions through random samples without postulating 
transition probabilities. As a matter of accounting, the reports (R) of these 
states by different groups can be described as: 
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Thus if there are two groups G = {M,D} (M = l and D = 2), which are identical 
except their motivation for pro- or anti-elite journalism (E or h E), and are 
faced with complex polarizing data which is either true or false, 
corresponding to S 1 S 4 and S 2 S 3 or neutral topics SsSe. Then by definition, 
the number of reports (#R) can be decomposed in the following manner: 
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Denoting the number #{Ri n sj = RjSj, and assuming that group one is pro-, 
and group two anti-elite, the ICT implies that R M S X > R M S 4 ,and R D S 2 > R D S 3 , 
with the opposite inequalities when R, are swapped because their 
motivations are diametrically opposed. Thus, ceteris paribus, with the same 
intensity of ideological bias and output, the differences between the former 
and the latter group are the same (including RjS 7 and RiS 8 ). Therefore: 

(5) RmS-l + R d S x + R m S 3 + R d S 3 = R m S 2 + Rd$2 + Rm$4 + Rd$4 < > GO E =H E 

by def. 


This polarization result (ii), is contrary to the PM prediction (i) E >h E . 

Before engaging a probabilistic formulations, it is instructive to consider the 
following simple model. For purpose of exposition, the aforementioned 
assumptions are maintained, except the share of output from each group. 
Abstracting from idiosyncratic marginal productivity assumptions, the 
perhaps most straightforward way to reconcile the conflicting results (i & ii), 
is to consider employers who engage in hands-on macro management. By 
controlling the proportions (a) of each group in the workforce (W), the 
media outlets effectively control the share reported by each group. 
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Clearly, when a * 1, then the mainstream pro-elite group (M) will dominate 
the workforce. The pro-elite bias is maximized when a = 1, because 
although both groups are assumed to be equally productive, the marginal 
product of elite opinion output, is strictly greater for the pro-elite group. By 
definition, the bias is only balanced when the groups are of equal size, as 
their differences exactly offset each other (eq.5). Conversely when a » 0, 
the anti-elite group and anti-establishment journalism will dominate. A 
result like (ii) is effectively derived by assuming wi«W 2 , i.e. a * ^ . 

In order to examine further problems of propaganda management, consider 
a scenario when neutral staff also is employed. This can be thought of as 
an inconvenience because it may for instance be difficult to discriminate at 
the time of contracting or e.g. management wants safeguard reputation by 
reducing the level of partisan-induced fake news, and so forth. 

However, truly neutral workers will not make systematic errors on partisan 
issues, nor will they discriminate topics, which would be incompatible with 
more demanding requirements on (i) as suggested by data. More generally, 
some issues can be assumed to be of strategic interest, and written with 
certain requirements concerning certain political bias or technical qualities 
such as adherence to facts. Furthermore, there is a set of circumstances 
affecting the realised quality and quantity of output which must be taken 
into account, such as the degree of freedom of the workforce, obstacles 
against political discrimination prior to hiring, abstraction etc. 



Now, consider individuals who can be categorised in H nr. of groups hi. Each 
group writes Oi nr. of items, which yields Oihi=ni articles in total for each 
group. In accordance with eq. 1, these items are in turn distinguished by 
topics. Furthermore, these topics may be categorized arbitrarily, e.g. in 
terms of priority. 
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Clearly, who is hired and what those hired are allowed to write will 
determine the composition of output, given that the groups differ in how 
they write about certain topics. It is thus possible to deduce which 
component is relatively more important given information about the 
aforementioned circumstances. Assume there is an important set of topics 
denoted by r, and less controversial topics given by A. Even if it is not 
possible to give directives about what should be written, it may still be 
possible to control outcomes with a heterogeneous workforce. This scenario 
can be explored by setting hi = h. This implies R = h2ie G Zje S ocij- 

If there is mainstream (M), a dissident group (D), and a neutral one, then 
the predictions of a propaganda model require that S jer a Mj > £i* M Sjer a ij- In 
view of eq.2, managers could do is to identify the topics of strategic interest 
for the elite opinion r = {Sj|Sj n (E uh e) ^ 0} and let the pro-elite staff work 
with these, i.e S r {S 1; S 2 ,S 3 , S 4 , S 7 , S 8 }, and the rest S 0 = {S 5 , S 6 , S 9 }. In particular: 
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Such arrangement limits the work on the fabric of elite discourse to 
labourers who are inclined to champion the views of their superiors. This 
corresponds to a case where e.g. those deemed irresponsible are free to 
express their partisan views about identity politics in sport or fashion, 
whereas those deemed responsible are allowed to do think pieces about 
foreign policy. A more institutional approach is to emphasize that journalist 
will themselves accommodate willingly due to various pressures. Self¬ 
censorship can be expressed in a similar fashion. 

Several of the filters of a PM can be discussed in this laconic setting. In 
particular, due to the bias in flak, errors which favour elite opinion will 
receive less flak than errors against elite opinion. Similarly, truths in favour 
of elite opinion will be less prone to scrutiny than truths against. Therefore, 
to avoid destructive criticism, journalists must obey the following 
conditions: 


(9) RjS 3 > RjS 4 and R^ > RjS 2 and RjS 7 > RjS 8 


Only pro-elite are naturally inclined to satisfy these requirements among 
the partisan journalists. Worker insecurity, competition, and cost savings 
will tend to increase the likelihood of firing those that make mistakes 
deemed more inconvenient than others. A list of coping strategies can be 
invoked to emphasize freedom of choice of the individual. Long-run effects 
on the mentality of the workforce are worthwhile to reflect on. 


Basically Likely 

Probabilistic formulations facilitate the articulation of testable hypotheses 
and are suitable to carry out thought experiments from a different angle 
than the ones pursued so far. Ideally, journalists are motivated by truth, 
have a mind of their own, and all the tools at their disposal to form 
independent and educated opinions about the state of affairs. Such 



intellectuals will constantly work to investigate, critique, and re-evaluate 
their own point of view and those of others, without conforming to pressure 
from peers or their superiors. These intellectuals would then be hired by 
meritocratic media outlets sworn to defend democracy. In such a state of 
the world, falsehoods are the result of errors due to unfortunate 
circumstances which may be related to the SCT or just bad luck. 

Such conditions would make systematic bias in accordance with a PM or 
ICT unlikely. These conditions would also make the life of a theorist quite 
uneventful and easy. Such theorist would be forced to reject the PM and 
admit that journalism is mostly accurate in the long run but is nevertheless 
known to display temporary departures from truth, for instance while 
complex events unravel or due to pure chance. 

Most of the time, it would thus be reasonable to propose that journalism 
could be seen as the result of independent professional sharp shooters 
taking aim on a target without letting themselves be influence by the noise 
of neighbouring colleagues. Professionalism and meritocracy would 
furthermore ensure that accuracy would not vary drastically among 
journalists. For sequences of journalism consisting of links in Q, most of 
the aforementioned is captured with the following parsimonious model: 

( 10 ) 
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Tj is a function which depends on distributions of journalists and topics. Its 
score can represent the nr. of items of a certain orientation of Q or of 
correct items of a given topic. A correct item is one true to the facts 
available at the time. Items are written by journalist of type j in G, which 
is a set of groups with various characteristics which affect accuracy. N now 
denotes the total number of items of each type, written by journalists from 
each group. 



In view of eq. 1, it is possible to study the relative shares of different topics 
over ft at the aggregate or focus on a smaller set of topics motivated by 
theory. In general, there could be arbitrary dependencies between each 
link in ft. If these were known, it would be possible make additional 
inferences about the proportions of journalism in ft. 

As a point of departure, experimental data allows for a study of the links 
SiS 4 =x, S2S3 =y, and SsSe = z. In particular, x is the nr. of correct items 
when the correct facts are in the interest of the elite; y is the number of 
incorrect items when facts are against the interest of the elite; and z is the 
corresponding number when facts are not politically charged. 
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Like in ordinary accounting, the previous approach allows for the formation 
of different ratios which are informative about the character of journalism. 
The share of pro-elite items or the share of neutral items are informative 
about the character of journalism. Now it is possible to make hypotheses 
of the likelihood of certain range of proportions, e.g. test if x+y > x PM or 
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particularly harsh version would require that 
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> (3. It is possible 


to deduce 3 how accuracy varies with proxies for ability from Kahan (2017). 
These figures will be briefly discussed later on as they provide a point of 
reference and aid thought experiments with added realism. 


3 Unfortunately, their logistic regression seems to imply a narrower gap which is tilted to 
the right of their subsequent simulations by a great deal. The figures discussed in this 
series are inferred from the weighted regression lines (Kahan et al. 2017, p. 11). 
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